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GEORGE SMITH

There was no more distinguished or successful Victorian pub-
lisher than George Smith156 (1824-1901). A tall, well-built,
vigorous man, who kept in athletic trim by riding, he was as much
at home in society as in business. In the "Dr. John" of Villetta
Charlotte Bronte has left a faithful portrait of this shrewd, ener-
getic, kindly gentleman, who combined a flair for literature with a
close understanding of practical affairs. Though never a part of
the inner circle of Thackeray's intimates, a position that would in
any event not have sorted well with his reverential awe of the
novelist, he was one of the most esteemed friends of Thackeray's
later life and the recipient of many of his letters.

Smith was the oldest son of the founder of Smith and Elder
(later Smith, Elder, and Company), a firm of East India agents,
bankers, and publishers established in 1816. He was brought up
at 65 Cornhill, where the business offices of the concern remained
until 1868. Discovering that he was not profiting from school,
Smith's parents put him to work at Smith, Elder, and Company,
and by 1843 the publishing department of the firm was under his
direction. He assumed charge of the entire business on his father's
death in 1846. From the first he had rare luck in discovering new
authors. In 1843 he brought out the first volume of Ruskin's
Modern Painters, and in 1847 he published Jane Eyre. Through
Miss Bronte he in December, 1849, met Thackeray,137 with whom,
more than any other author, Smith and his firm are associated.

This meeting was the first step towards the fulfillment of a
long-cherished ambition.

156 The chief sources of information about Smith are George Smith A
Memoir, which reprints Sir Sidney Lee's article on Smith in The Dictionary
of National Biography and four autobiographical papers that Smith contributed
to The Cornhill Magazine $ and Dr. Leonard Huxley's The House of Smith,
Elder (London, 1923), which incorporates the autobiographical fragments
that Smith, did not use in his Cornhill essays.  Both of these volumes are pri-
vately printed.

157 See below, No. 652.